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PIANO IMPROVISATION 


(NOTE: Many of these suggestions do not apply to congregational accompaniment) 


‘' How to Prepare 


A. Good classical background. Most evangelistic piano players began 
with classical instruction (Rudy Atwood, Tedd Smith, Jan Sanborn, ef al). 


B. Practice regularly. Piano playing is not like riding a bike (once 
learned, always remembered). 


C. Scales, chords (whole and broken), arpeggios are indispensable. 


D. Technique is everything. Get a book at any music store and learn The 
exercises backwards and forwards. Practice. Skill does not come over- 
night in piano work. 


What To Do 
A. Start simply; then expand and/or modulate, play an octave higher, etc. 


B. Don't bore by using one effect too long (such as endless arpeggios); 
conversely, don't flit from effect to effect. Complete your musical 


thoughts, phrases. 


C. Use Passing Tones; Recognize Harmonic Changes 


i Bass: ruins 3. Diminished Chords Rule 
2. Right hand melody 4. Ascending & Descending half steps 
D. Make repeated phrases different the second time through by changing 


the harmony or position on keyboard (play an octave higher the second 
time, for example). Practice on "Silent Night" (middle line) and 


"Come, Thou Almighty King." 


J f E. Modulate to a new key for second or third time through. Introductory 
4 


theory/harmony course or good book on modulation will help immensely. 
To get started on your own, however, start by trying very familiar 
hymns/songs in simple key; then try a half step higher. Try hands 
separately to start, If necessary. Start with "Jesus Loves Me," if 


needed. Basically, this Is "playing by ear." 


nip Pedal point can be effective, if not overdone or boring. "Majestic 


Sweetness. 


G. Don't be physically obnoxious with gestures, body movement. 


H. Experiment!! Try bass runs, treble runs, until they work. Start 
simply, then expand. Be bold. Don't wait for specific "how-to" 
instructions...try something. Listen to others. Copy at first, then 
strike out on your own. Don't be afraid of piano arrangement books 
to get your Ideas going (Jan Sanborn, Gentry Press and Word Books; 
Rudy Atwood; Tedd Smith; Harold DeCou; many others in local stores). 


|. Plagiarism is fine to get you going, but then develop your own styles. 
Avoid single styles. Versatility is the key. 
srapeasar gs tinehiiasaadaillinantniiupiaidonie 


OeF 


Piano or Organ Introductions 


A, 


Begin and end on the tonic (1) 

Play enough to give good direction to singers. See “G" 
Play tempo at which song should be sung. 

Play in style in which song should be sung. a 


Play without a ritard! Be firm and consistent. D6OV , 
lsy * 
hn ¢* 


Lead the song leader if he/she is weak, but don’t compete. 


On short hymns: play all the way through. On lona or 
repetitive hymns, sometimes first and last line is 
Sufficient. But always have it make musical sense, 

— a —- . — —— ae 
Don’t be arbitrary, 





samples of difficult hymns / questions, demonstration ». . yj 


322 When Morning Gilds the Skies +t 
75 My Faith Has Found a Resting Place =< 
76 Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow Her 


Dirt tener lead-ins, Syncopations 


81 Let God be God 

575 If My People — E 
556 There's a Quiet Understanding hup Lasky, beach for: | 
446 For Those Tears I Died 

365 My Tribute 


Accompanying Soloists, Ensembles 


A. 


You are the accompanist, not the soloist. 

Augment and supplement; enhance. 

Accompaniments are better learned by quickly looking through them away from 
the piano and mental notes made of what is happening. The first reading 
will then go more smoothly. 

Good readers are usually people who can look at the printed page and 


translate that into sound in their heads. A form of playing by ear. 


Most poor readers have never coordinated these two thoughts. See 


A basic knowledge of chords also improves one's reading ability and anabtes 
one to improvise more easily. 

Accompaniments fall into rhythm patterns that become predictable. 
always exceptions, but if you memorize a certain pattern rhythmically and 
can recognize it on the page, every time these more basic patterns are used. 
it's not like reading for the first time, but rather adapting a new me lody 
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line to old patterns. 
Also be aware that composers often simplify accompaniments for easier reading. 
Sometimes the flow of the music is therefore not as smooth as it could have 
been. You can smooth it out by being conscious of the style indicated for 
that section. Use varying effects on succeeding verses, especially if 
musically boring and/or repetitive. 

Nothing takes the place of personal practice. Playing with a metronome is 
helpful because it forces you to stay rhythmically secure, especially with 
our more contemporary music. It also acts as a percussion section, which 
sometimes you will be expected to play along with. 

When accompanying a sacred (or "classical") vocal solo, attention to exactly 
what is written is best. Improvisation usually would show poor taste. 

For gospel or contemporary music, additional fill is usually necessary. 
Don't play every note, especially in repetitive numbers. Don't trail the 
melody along with the soloist. 

Don't follow so far behind that there is a lag between soloist and accomp, 
Tempo should be decided in rehearsal so you can work together as a unit. 

In performance, however, inspiration should allow the soloist to take 
liberties and the accompanist should be sensitive enough to almost sense it 
coming prior to a stretched phrase or a held note. Visually watch those 
you are accompanying. Insist on rehearsal, even if only verbal. 


Too much fill is distracting and too heavy a touch can blot out lyrics. 
Most pianist pedal’ too little. Overall sound should be less sustained. 
In long programs, cut up music and place in looseleaf notebook. One book 
and one page turn at a time can put you through a concert with total ease. 

Q. Location of piano, instrumentalists, vocalists is very important. Great 
distances will cause poor togetherness. There must be a close feeling 
that gives a unity to the performance. Lighting is very important. Be 
careful that you are not reading in the dark, especially when spotlights 
are used. Have a dress rehearsal in those situations. 

R. Much well-known music is recorded. Rhythmically difficult pieces can be 
learned quickly if you listen to a record first. Note the sound versus 
the printed page and memorize it as such. Next time the same progression 
will come immediately. 

S. Decide your introduction in rehearsal. Memorize it or write it down so 
there are no surprises in performance. The intro should have a flow into 
the piece, rather than an isolated sound which abruptly stops into a new 
mood when you actually start the piece. (EX: "Low in the Grave He Lay.") 

T. Transposition is often necessary. If_not your gift, find someone who 
enjoys writing them out. 

Weak ink is better than a strong mind, especially in performance. |!’ 
To decide how fast a piece is to go, before starting the introduction, ‘ 
Sing the first two measures to yourself. As you come out of the last 
measure, start your foot tapping and then start your introduction. 

W. If there is quiet time before the accompaniment, mentally look through 
the piece and think it in your mind prior to playing. Make note of 
difficult spots. Use red pencil freely. Mark in red any rhythm changes, 
key changes, or unusual chords. Having your own hymnal helps. 

X. Get used to really perfecting your number in public. Expect it to go the 
best in performance. With that kind of mental concentration, nervousness 
is lessened. The mind must be in gear to do a good job. 


V. Tips for Choir Rehearsals 

A. First play parts, rather than accompaniment. If you hear a section in 
trouble, start playing that part strongly. 

B. A good rehearsal accompanist keeps track of parts accuracy, intonation, 
etc., and emphasizes notes which will be most beneficial. ; 

C. Don't over-accompany in rehearsal. 

D. If you have two pianos available, one pianist can take the accompaniment 
and a second pianist can take the parts. This speeds rehearsal 
fantastically. Rehearse the accompaniment alone before public rehearsal! 
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Toward Better Congregational Accompaniment 


“Evangelistic” Style 
A, Right Hand: Play melody in octaves, add chord tones on 
downbeats, then on other beats. Octave melody helpful 


In teaching new song, 


B, Left Hand: Provides rhythm (pulse), harmony, Generally, 
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bass line determines chord, 
1. Play low octave on heavy beat (first & sometimes third) 


2. Add chords on remaining beats. : 
Hine 


A eo 1! 
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3, Change octave for chord change. Your ear will help. 


“Cnoraie”’ Style 


A, Right Hand: Octaves with full chords. 


By, Left hand: Boss line In octaves. 
Examples: “O God, Our Help in Ages Past” and 


\! 
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"A Mighty Fortress" UM ; oe hal 


( pyr dA tn | 
) 
Note: Change the eee octave if the chord changes, 


Watch for frequent chord changes, often on every beat, 


Use an “answer chord” only if harmony doesn't change, 
iil often happens at ends of phrases. 
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Diminished chords Usually occur between the | and V? chords of a song. When the dimin- 


ished chord is the same as the V7 chord: (if the root of the Vv" chord is one of the notes of the 


diminished chord) the bass moves UPWARD from the root of the | chord to the nearest note in 
the diminished chord and then to the 5th of the V7? chord. 
7 . ) “AC ) 
In addition to being written into many popular songs, these | - V9 - V7 <¢ quences are most 


useful for improvising introductions, long tills, and repealendings. 


| Rh 
STUDY and PRACTICE each of the following examples with the left hand and pedals in 4 


and 4 time. Listen to how they sound and learn to recognize them when you hear them per- 
formed by others. Re-read the first paragraph above and see how it explains the procedure. If 
you really understand it, you will be able to ligure out and play the same sequences in D, Ab, 


and other keys. 














Bp Fo F7 
ee 
sae 
O 
Eb Bb° Bb7 ae 
a el nl ee a ame 


| 
| 


: 
3 


mpi 


TT 


| nv 


il 









i 
A, 


U 


A 


bral 
i ge 
- note Ln 
CL AGO PALL 








fed 
Epeat <1 
- wttk 3 
a= ert 


. 
pes ise 

Seog aa 
neo AS 
AKU Ul s 
Soo AAR | Que On o5 

y 

Sie 

+ ) ~Y a} 
PLT Ne HGE 
aand LE r 
ai 3 
= 
it : 
“—e 





g¢ 3 octaves 


ad 


et 


le 
| 7 EES 
; an eT ae a7), 








Aactice n all meafor ¥-mener 


~ 


4A OL Gi 


J 


wr - vOut 





A 
er 


Selected Bibliography for Pianists, Organists 


Piano Arrangement Books 
The Best of Fred Bock, by Fred Bock. Word, Inc. 
Charles Lindberg Interprets the Hymns, by Charles Lindberg. 
Bradley Publishing 


Christmas Specials for Piano and Organ, Tedd Smith § Don Hustad. 
Hope Publishing 

Dino Piano Stylings, by Dino. Lexicon Music 

Fairest Lord Jesus, by Ron Boud. Broadman Publishers 

Favorite Gospel Piano Solos (Vol. I § II), by Jack Taylor 
Stamps-Baxter, Zondervan Publishing. 

Give Him Glory, by Myra Schubert. Lillenas 

I Am Loved, by John Innes. Hope Publishing 

Morning Has Broken, by John Wilson. Hope Publishing 

Piano For All Seasons, by Ron Boud. Broadman 


The Savior Is Waiting, by Fred Bock. Fred Bock Company 
The Touch of Creation, by Jerry Nelson. John T. Benson Company 


/ Amazing Grace § Other Grace & Other HQSBFi tes, by Jan Sanborn. Gentry Publications 


Duet Arrangements 


Five Duet Transcriptions for Piano & Organ, arr by Eleanor Whitsett 
bakienas 1970 

A Mighty Fortress And Other Duets for Piano §& Organ, arr by 
John Innes and Bill Fasig. Lillenas 1975 


Keyboard Duets for Organ & Piano, by Fred Bock. Hope Publishing Co. 


Vv Sacred Keyboard Duets, Nielson & Young. Paragon / Alexandria 1980. 


Organ 


The Joyce Jones Christmas Collection, by Joyce Jones. Bradley 
Publications, 1979 


The Joyce Jones Collection, Hymns & Preludes, by Joyce Jones. 
Bradley Publications, 1978 
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